STRIVE AND STRUGGLE 1967– 1975
Documenting the Civil Rights Movement at Cal Poly
Presented through the pages of The Mustang Daily, Strive and Struggle:
Documenting the Civil Rights Movement at Cal Poly, 1967–1975 explores our
campus’ reactions, struggles, and triumphs during the Civil Rights years, as
well as the efforts to establish Ethnic Studies courses, recruit black faculty,
and combat racial prejudice in our community. In collaboration with University
Archives, Kennedy Library staff, Graphic Design student assistants, and History
Department graduate students, this exhibition honors those who committed
themselves to seeing change here in San Luis Obispo.
Though the peak of the Civil Rights Era fell between 1955 and 1968, the
struggle continued long after this period. This exhibition focuses on the height
of the Civil Rights Movement on the Cal Poly campus during these latter years.
National black leaders who visited Cal Poly’s campus during this period are
also highlighted. Visitors included political leaders, sports legends, comedians,
musicians, educators, and civil rights activists. These men and women shared
their experiences combating racism, encouraged cooperation, and discouraged
apathy. Finally, this exhibition documents the achievements of black leaders
who have advanced the causes of African Americans by attaining unprecedented
levels of political power and achieving important “firsts.”

“We must continue to strive and struggle for equality no matter how tired or successful we
are ourselves, to help all our brothers and sisters…we must pick up and finish the work
that others have died for trying to get our rights.”
Myrlie Evers, African American Activist, as quoted during her campus visit on Jan. 8, 1973. The Mustang Daily, Cal Poly.

The struggle for equality at Cal Poly
reflected and diverged from events at other
campuses throughout California and the
United States. African American students
at Cal Poly, represented by the Black
Student Union, demanded concessions
from the university in order to create a
more positive and welcoming learning
environment. Students—particularly representatives from the Black Student Union
— called for the recruitment and hiring of
black faculty, the adoption of an Ethnic
Studies program, increased financial aid,
and more equitable treatment. Students
participated in meetings with the administration, organized demonstrations against
racism and prejudice, voiced their concerns
through the Black Student Union, Third
World Liberation Front, Students for New
Action Politics, and the United Mexican
American Students, which came together
to promote cultural understanding through
the Ethnic Programming Board.

The willingness of the administration at the
time to address concerns of the students
and the strength of the student leadership
fostered a peaceful and cordial attempt
to address the problems of the campus
community. African American leaders at
other CSU campuses shared the concerns
of students at Cal Poly: discrimination,
inadequate financial aid, and apathy. The
struggle for Civil Rights differed significantly
from protest actions elsewhere. At the
University of South Carolina, Orange-Burg,
Howard, and Bowie State, civil rights
protests were met with violent repression
from local police; the struggle for equality
at Cal Poly remained non-violent throughout
its most challenging years.

African American Student Enrollment
Cal Poly First Year Students
1967: 1.0%
1968: —
1969: 0.7%
1970: 1.2%

1972: 1.8%
1973: 2.2%
1974: 2.1%
1975: 2.0%

Source: Dunigan, L.H.. California Polytechnic State University San Luis Obispo, CA.
Report on Enrollment Trends and Institutional Characteristics. 1976.

2009 – 2010
CSU- Wide African American
Student Enrollment
Cal Poly: 1.1%
CSU Chico: 3%
Sonoma State: 3%
San Marcos: 3%
Channel Islands: 4%
Pomona: 4%
Stanislaus: 4%
Fullerton: 5%
San Diego: 5%
Monterey Bay: 6%
SF State: 6%

CAMPUS STRUGGLE

Cal Poly student reaction to the Black
Power salute at the Mexico City Olympics.
The Mustang Daily, October 30, 1968: 3.

Long Beach: 7%
Los Angeles: 9%
Bakersfield: 10%
CSU East Bay: 15%
Northridge: 15%
Dominguez Hills: 37%
Source: www.collegeboard.com/
student/csearch/index.html

“There’s going to be continued protests. What form these
protests take will depend on the results of past demonstrations.”

Friday, October 11, 1968

Friday, January 10, 1969

STUDENT LEADERS AT CAL POLY
“I see it as impossible for blacks to gain power unless our struggle is intensified…”

“One of the main problems that exists
is the raping of the black man’s
culture so that he is not able to
function in this society. One of the
examples of this would be the name
Negro—having no relationship to
our past culture it serves to cut us
off from it. The other problem is the
covert and overt institutional racism
which does not allow the black man
to receive power.”

Bob Bonds
Coordinator of Student Community Services,
Adviser to Ethnic Programs Board, 1973.

“Looking at the total picture in black
America, I see it as impossible for
blacks to gain power unless our
struggle is intensified and united
with the struggles of black people all
around the world.”

Darryl Bandy
Black Student Union Information Minister,
1968–69; Electronic Engineering and Social
Science major, taught a series of classes off
campus titled “Black Pride in America.”

Roger Jones
Black Student Union President, 1968-1969.

Fred Johnson

—Darryl Bandy

Vice President of the Black
Student Union, 1973.

Doyle McGhee
A member of the Black Student Union since its
start in 1967; BSU President for the 1970-1971
school year.

Preston Dixon
Chairman of Black Student Alliance, Social Science
major, spoke at Reverend Martin Luther King Jr.
memorial service on the Cal Poly Campus in 1968.

Thursday, August 19, 1971

Thursday, January 18, 1973

“The BSU does represent the majority of the American Blacks on campus, and we are open to any
opposing views—as long as they are presented by Black students on campus. We have never come
to the administration with clenched fists, but with creative and productive ideas to improve race
relations at Cal Poly, and to eradicate the inequities of race relations that prevail on this campus
and every other public-supported campus in California.”

Established in the fall of 1968, Cal Poly’s Black Student Union
served as a site of leadership and activism in the school’s struggle
for equality. Cal Poly’s most prominent black student leaders were
particularly active in heading the Union, using the organization
as a means of legitimately working toward racial equality. During
periods of tense relations between students, or the community at
large, the members of the Union worked with campus leaders and
officials to ease tension and promote a more progressive form of
education. Like the national leaders of the Civil Rights Movement,
the leaders of the Black Student Union exhibited leadership in
seeking means to end racial prejudice and create a more diverse
and equal learning environment.

“As far as some of the “substantiated deeds” of the BSU are concerned: a tutorial program has
been started in the community; the setting up of an Ethnic Studies minor here at Cal Poly;
the furthering of attempts to recruit black teachers.”
Richard Jenkins, Member of the Executive Committee of the Black Student Union
Quoted from Letter to Editor in The Mustang Daily, Friday, April 18, 1969.

CAL POLY BLACK STUDENT UNION

“We’re tired of waiting for answers, and if some changes don’t soon take place, we black students intend to make some changes of our own.”

Wednesday, April 9, 1969

Wednesday, February 12, 1969

Wednesday, April 2, 1969

IDENTITY

“We must have something to identify ourselves with…”

The minority population at Cal Poly San Luis Obispo, represented by
several student organizations including the Black Student Union, Students
for New Action Politics, the Third World Liberation Front, and the United
Mexican American Students, persistently advocated for the adoption of an
Ethnic Studies program in the late 1960s. Ethnic Studies first appeared
at San Francisco State University in 1968 and spread across the country
in response to protests from students and faculty who believed that the
democratic promises of the United States had not been fulfilled. Ethnic
Studies challenged the dominant and limited Eurocentric perspective by
combining increasing knowledge of ethnic communities with more culturally
relevant perspectives, attempting to alleviate prejudice and discrimination.

“One fact remains: there are 237 additional instructors needed
next Fall, and the chances of one being black are doubtful.”
Mike Daniels, Mustang Daily staff writer, commenting on
the difficulty of hiring African American instructors at Cal Poly.

“The universities in this country should teach black history and black
culture. Black voices should share in planning the curriculum.”
Ralph Abernathy, in an exclusive
Mustang Daily interview 9 Apr. 1969.

Wednesday, 30, 1968

During the 1960s and 1970s, Cal Poly’s campus administration made a concerted effort
to maintain peaceful relations with students as universities across the nation struggled
with violent protests opposing the Vietnam War and racial discrimination. However, tense
confrontations occurred between student groups on campus during a time of political upheaval
and national unrest. Cal Poly President Robert E. Kennedy and Dean of Students Everett
Chandler remained at the forefront of the administration’s interactions with students.

Robert E. Kennedy, Cal Poly President

Following the assassination of Martin Luther King Jr., Cal Poly President Robert E. Kennedy
met growing tension on campus with a university memorial service and a message to all
members of the campus recognizing the importance of Dr. King’s efforts. Dean of Students
Everett Chandler formed a Committee on Bias to provide students with a forum for their
grievances against the university. Chandler and Kennedy also held several meetings with
Black Student Union leaders at their off-campus headquarters to address the needs of the
African American community on campus. In conjunction with the Black Student Union,
Chandler and Kennedy also began an effort to recruit black faculty members for Cal Poly. The
university embraced continued efforts to work with minority students to improve curriculum
and relations between students. Together, they developed an emerging discipline of Ethnic
Studies to form courses relevant to discussions of diversity.

“I am confident that earnest efforts to develop and
maintain open communication with minority groups
will be recognized by all as the only way to solve
the problems which lack of understanding and lack
of communication bring about. I appreciate the
interest of the Mustang Daily and all students in
urging open communication.”

“I certainly hope that this campus is not headed
for trouble. I believe that Ethnic Studies are part
of the answer to problems involving black/white
relationships. However, time and education, culture
and identification may solve the others, but I know
that if our country is to survive, co-existence and
understanding is most important.”

Robert E. Kennedy, Cal Poly President,
as quoted in the Mustang Daily, 10 February 1969.

Everett Chandler, Dean of Students,
as quoted in the Mustang Daily, 2 April 1969.

Everett Chandler, Dean of Students

ADMINISTRATION

“…time and education, culture and identification may solve the
others, but I know that if our country is to survive, co-existence
and understanding is most important…”

Monday, April 14, 1969

Monday, February 10, 1969

THE DISCRIMINATION COMMITTEE

“Bias and prejudice are not confined to the South only.”

The Discrimination Committee, headed by Dean of Students
Everett Chandler, investigated allegations of discrimination
based on sex, religion, class, and ethnicity. This effort came
at a time when tension and unrest had spread across the
nation’s college campuses. After 1967, student activists began
to employ increasingly violent measures in their protests against
the Vietnam War and racial injustice. Some students reacted
against the increase in violence by employing non-violent protest
to achieve their goals.
In an attempt to alleviate feelings of unrest, particularly in the
African American community, Cal Poly’s Committee held open
meetings and forums for students to present their complaints
throughout 1968. Upon receiving a complaint, the Committee
investigated the case to determine the extent of the discrimination
and to take action against it. The committee members were
optimistic about their potential for success in alleviating bias;
however, few students brought forward complaints to the panel.

“A number of surveys have been made and the results show that racial
prejudice does exist on this campus. About 50 percent of the students
contacted by a Mustang Daily staffer admittedly discriminate because
of race, religion, and national origin.”
C.E. Jackson, staff writer, Mustang Daily, 2 Apr. 1969: 1.

Monday, October 14, 1968

Friday, October 4, 1968

Wednesday, February 14, 1968

Martin Luther King Jr. championed the cause of African American Civil Rights
in the United States. His first prominent civil rights action began in 1955. In
Montgomery Alabama, Rosa Parks refused to give up her bus seat to a white
passenger, prompting the Montgomery bus boycott. Following their successful
campaign against discrimination on the Montgomery buses, Martin Luther
King Jr. and Ralph Abernathy formed the Southern Christian Leadership
Conference, which focused on attaining desegregation and racial equality
through non-violent means. By 1964, King had received the Nobel Peace
Prize for his non-violent struggle against racial discrimination and inequality.
His death by an assassin’s bullet on April 4, 1968, shocked the nation and
sparked violent responses across the country. Riots engulfed 110 cities across
the country and leaders began to doubt the realization of King’s dream of a
peaceful struggle against inequality.
At Cal Poly, students, though shocked and angered, responded non-violently
to the assassination of Martin Luther King. Many students believed that
he was “the last hope for a peaceful means of resolving the civil rights
question.” Members of the African American student population participated
in a city-wide march from the Springfield Baptist Church to Cal Poly. Unlike
the experiences of other campuses and cities across the nation, no violence
marred the expressions of grief at Cal Poly. On Monday, April 8, the University
staged a memorial service for Dr. King on campus which included a keynote
address from Rev. Dr. C. Robert Hansen, Martin Luther King’s West Coast
representative. Cal Poly President Robert E. Kennedy encouraged students
to maintain a peaceful atmosphere on campus and provide an example to
other universities. Black Student Union president Preston Dixon lamented
the role of apathy and racism in the death of Dr. King and called for better
communication between blacks and whites.

In the wake of the Martin Luther King Jr. assassination, the African American
student population at Cal Poly, sharing the grief and anger of the entire nation,
began to organize efforts to promote racial equality on campus. The Black
Student Union, working with the Cal Poly administration, led these efforts
on behalf of the African American student body. These efforts resulted in
numerous forums debating the adoption of Ethnic Studies programs, an attempt
by President Robert E. Kennedy to recruit African American faculty from other
universities, and the creation of the Discrimination Committee to evaluate
student complaints of unequal treatment.

MARTIN LUTHER KING JR.

“Championed the cause…”

NATIONAL LEADERS VISIT CAL POLY
“Continued action was necessary to combat apathy and further the struggle for equality.”

Myrlie B. Evers
Myrlie Evers-Williams is an activist, author, and successful businesswoman.
She served as chairperson of the NAACP and was the first African American
woman appointed to serve as commissioner on the Los Angeles Board of
Public Works. She is the widow of slain civil rights leader Medger Evers.
During her visit to Cal Poly on January 3, 1973, she warned her audience
of the dangers of indifference and benign neglect of the Civil Rights
movement, advocating a continuation of the struggle by using campuses,
education, and the expertise of others to support the movement.

James Farmer
James Farmer was one of the most
widely known and respected African
American civil rights activists of the
1950s and 1960s. In 1942, Farmer
and other students co-founded the
Committee of Racial Equality (CORE)
and Farmer served as the organization’s
first leader. He led the Freedom Rides of
1961 and was an active spokesperson
for the civil rights movement in the
national news. CORE and its leaders
emphasized an end to racial segregation
through active non-violence. In Farmer’s
presentation at Cal Poly in May of 1966, entitled “The Civil Rights Revolution
in America,” he underscored the importance of nonviolent resistance in the
struggle for racial equality while addressing the adoption of a more militant
attitude among civil rights leaders.

Bill Russell
Bill Russell, widely considered as one
of the greatest professional basketball
players of all time, played center for the
Boston Celtics from 1956 to 1969. After
his retirement from the court, Russell
was the first African American coach of
a major sports team, worked as a television
and radio sports commentator, and
toured the United States speaking at
colleges and community centers. On May
23, 1973, Russell spoke at Cal Poly on
the issues of athletics, race, and politics
to a large audience.

Wilson Riles

“Today we are in the middle of a civil rights revolution.
I see this as the continuation, or the second”

Jesse Owens
Alex Haley
Alex Haley, the American author
best known for Roots and The
Autobiography of Malcom X, spoke
at Cal Poly on May 9, 1969, in an
“informal ‘rap’ session.” Haley spoke
on the struggle for civil rights and his
experiences writing Malcom X and
“Before This Anger,” a history of his
family that would eventually be
published as Roots in 1976.

“American history has not been American history but a
biased history, and it will not be American history until
black history is a part of it.”

Several prominent black leaders visited Cal Poly’s campus in the late 1960s and
early 1970s. Each of these leaders discussed the racial issues facing America. Though
their messages were not uniform, all believed that unity was the key to success and
that continued action was necessary to combat apathy and further the struggle for
equality. Athletes, comedians, political leaders, and civil rights activists all shared their
messages to inspire and inform students at Cal Poly.

Mervyn Dymally
In 1963, Mervyn Dymally was the first African American to be elected to the California State
Assembly. From 1967-1975, Dymally served as a California senator, focusing his legislative
efforts on improving minority education and opportunity. In 1974, Dymally became the
first African American elected Lt. Governor in California. During his time as Lt. Governor,
Dymally visited Cal Poly, meeting with President Robert E. Kennedy and other members of
the administration.
Following a successful reelection to the post of Lt. Governor, Dymally ran for Congress in
1980, and became the representative for California’s 31st district, where he remained until
retirement in 1992. In 2002, Dymally came out of retirement to serve on the California
State Assembly and concluded his latest term in January of 2009.

Visited campus in 1972.

“We must help those less fortunate than us and
contribute to the solutions of problems”

Wilson Riles was the first African
American to be elected to a statewide office in California. As State
Superintendent of Public Instruction,
Riles focused on early childhood
education as well as increased
funding for schools. Riles began his
career in the 1940s as a teacher at
an all-black school on an Apache
reservation. Riles then returned
to school, earning an MA in school
administration. Upon moving to
California, Riles became the Associate Superintendent of the Department of Education in California.
His efforts focused on the education of low-income families and he was eventually named to
Urban Education Task Forces convened by Lyndon Johnson and Richard Nixon. Riles visited
Cal Poly in the late 1960s, meeting with President Robert E. Kennedy, Administrative Vice President
Harold O. Wilson, and San Luis Obispo County Superintendent of Schools William Watson.

Bobby Seale

Dick Gregory

Bobby Seale co-founded the Black Panther Party
for Self Defense in 1966, a radical organization
dedicated to the liberation of oppressed people.
In that same year the Black Panthers issued The TenPoint Program, which focused on acquiring equality
and social justice for African Americans. Initially a
Black Nationalist organization, the Black Panthers
eventually adopted a socialist agenda and shifted
their focus to issues of poverty in addition to issues
of race. Seale and Black Panther co-founder Huey P.
Newton demanded fair housing, employment, health
care, and the right of oppressed people to determine
their own destinies.

Dick Gregory, comedian and civil rights activist, spoke
at Cal Poly on March 29, 1968. Prominent in the the
1960s as an advocate for civil rights and opponent of
the Vietnam war, Gregory spoke extensively on these
issues in his two and one-half hour long presentation
on campus. His visit also coincided with his attempt
to run for president of the United States as a write-in
candidate. Gregory became an important fund raiser
for civil rights organizations and remains an outspoken
social and political commentator today.

Seale’s speech to Cal Poly students in 1972, stressed
the services the Black Panther Party delivered to black communities, specifically their distribution
of food, clothing, and medicine. Seale also focused on improving the environment by unifying all
people to stop pollution. Seale’s invitation to campus created controversy within the student body.
Some charged the Speaker’s Forum with a liberal political bias. One student accused the Mustang
Daily of opposing a Black Revolutionary speaker and of actively discouraging ticket sales. Despite these
disagreements, Seale’s speech generated unprecedented interest and attracted a larger audience
than any previous ASI-sponsored speaker.

“We are trying to unify people…around their desires & needs”

“You know, it burns me up to think that
if my dad had been killed in World
War II, the same German that would
have killed him could come to the
U.S. and live in a better house than I
could in any neighborhood he wanted.
Well, we’re not going to stand for this…”

Monday, April 10, 1972

Tuesday, May 17, 1966

Monday, January 8, 1973

The Civil Rights Movement at Cal Poly has left us with an ambiguous
legacy. In a 1973 letter to the editor of the Mustang Daily, student
Eugene Matsumura wrote, “Maybe people are gradually learning that
human beings, no matter their race, creed, or color, can live together
in harmony. Yet, it’s going to take more than a lifetime.” The concerted
efforts of Cal Poly students, faculty, and administration to respond to the
events of the Civil Rights Movement resulted in important changes for all
students. The formation of the Black Student Union organized the voice
of the African American student body and persistently advocated on their
behalf. The Union’s efforts, with the support of the administration and
other student organizations, resulted in the adoption of an Ethnic Studies
program and efforts to recruit African American faculty. The continued
success of these achievements are with us today. The Concerned Black
Community, established in 1979, focused on the recruitment of black
faculty and students and is succeeded by the Cal Poly Black Faculty &
Staff Association, which is still an active part of our campus community.
However, as Matsumura asked: “Are our views about racial compatibility
changing? Why is there still racial turbulence when nice, quiet events like
‘An evening with Johnny Mathis,’ Ramsey Lewis, and Dick Gregory are
enjoyed without any problems of racial disturbance?” These prescient
questions are relevant to our current struggles as a campus community,
state, and nation today.

WHAT IS OUR LEGACY?

How do we reconcile the efforts of the young
men and women of thirty years ago with continued
evidence of racial intolerance on our own campus?
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